University of Rhode Island

DigitalCommons@URI
Obscenity: Andres Serrano Controversy (1989)

Education: National Endowment for the Arts
and Humanities, Subject Files II (1962-1996)

7-13-1989

Obscenity: Andres Serrano Controversy (1989): Correspondence
14
Claiborne Pell

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/pell_neh_II_60

Recommended Citation
Pell, Claiborne, "Obscenity: Andres Serrano Controversy (1989): Correspondence 14" (1989). Obscenity:
Andres Serrano Controversy (1989). Paper 34.
https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/pell_neh_II_60/34https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/pell_neh_II_60/34

This Correspondence is brought to you for free and open access by the Education: National Endowment for the
Arts and Humanities, Subject Files II (1962-1996) at DigitalCommons@URI. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Obscenity: Andres Serrano Controversy (1989) by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@URI. For more
information, please contact digitalcommons@etal.uri.edu.

EDWARD M. KENNEDY, MASSACHUSETTS. CHAIRMAN
CLAIBORNE PELL. RHODE ISLAND
HOWARD M. METZENBAUM, OHIO
SPARK M. MATSUNAGA. HAWAII
CHRISTOPHER J. DODD, CONNECTICUT
PAUL SIMON, ILLINOIS
TOM HARKIN, IOWA
BROCK ADAMS, WASHINGTON
BARBARA A. MIKULSKI, MARYLAND

ORRIN G. HATCH, UTAH
NANCY LANDON KASSEBAUM, KANSAS
JIM JEFFORDS, VERMONT
DAN COATS, INDIANA
STROM THURMOND, SOUTH CAROLINA
DAVE DURENBERGER. MINNESOTA
THAD COCHRAN, MISSISSIPPI

ilnitrd

NICK LITTLEFIELD, STAFF DIRECTOR AND CHIEF COUNSEL
KRISTINE A. IVERSON, MINORITY STAFF DIRECTOR

~tatrs ~matt

COMMITTEE ON LABOR AND
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WASHINGTON, DC 20510-6300

July 13, 1989

Mr. Hugh Southern
Acting Chairman
National Endowment for the Arts
1100 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, n.c.
20506
Dear Mr. Southern:
As you know from our recent personal meeting, I am deeply
by the fact that the Endowment has funded a program
which in turn endorsed and promoted the work of artist Andres
Serrano, some of which grossly of fends me and a large number of
American citizens. As an agency of the federal government, the
Endowment has the responsibility to spend the taxpayers' money
with good judgement and careful deliberation.
troub~ed

As you know, i have long been keenly interested in ensuring
the integrity of the Endowment's peer panel review process. This
system has served the Endowment and the arts in this country well
for almost 25 years. It is the heart and soul of what has allowed
the Endowment to succeed so well.
However, I suspect that there are identifiable flaws in
current review procedures which have made it possible for federal
funds to support the exhibition of works such as Mr. Serrano's
Piss· CHRIST.
In this regard I support Congressman Yates' call
for far greater Endowment oversight of all federal monies that
are Fegranted. The mechanism for doing so should be carefully
constructed and rigorously applied.
In order to correct these flaws and restore confidence in
Endowment procedures, I ask that you set aside a large segment of
time at the upcoming August meeting of the National Council on
the Arts during which this important matter can be discussed at
length. You may want to include past as well as present Council
members in this meeting so as to benefit from the broadest range
of opinion and expertise.
The Council, as your presidentially-appointed advisory
committee, is charged in the Endowment's statute with advising
you in respect to policies, programs and procedures and, most
importantly, with reviewing applications for financial assistance
and making recommendations thereon. Their role is a central one

and their expert advice in this matter should be weighed with
great care.
My fear is that the Council has either not had sufficient
data to assist them in making the most informed decisions or has
not had adequate time to review proposals that are recommended
for funding by the peer review panels. Each step in this process
must be scrutinized carefully with thought given to possibl~ ,·
additional guidelines used by the panelists that would reaffirm
excellence as the fundamental criterion used in reviewing
applications for federal financial support. Not only must 'tl:le
panelists adhere to the highest standards of excelience but, they:~
must be individuals of unquestioned experience and distinc~ion in
their respective fields.
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Serious thought must also be given to opening all parts of
the quarterly Council meetings (save discussion of. persohnel
matters) to the public in an effort to increase accountab~lity.
The 'benefits gained from open sessions jus~ may' outweigh the
awkwardness. of discussing applications on.: the public record and,
in my view, the integrity of the peer review process woul·d. not be
compromised by doing so.
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!_would expect the Council to prepare a report as a result ..
of this special session that addresses, these points and clarifies
grant review procedures for those of us in the Congress. I wi'l-i
review this document carefully and share it with my colleagues. I
am.also prepared to take legislative action in the ~curse of~the
upcoming reauthorization should I deem it necessary following
receipt of the Council's report.
·
·
I am very hopeful that through this proce~s the National
Endowment for the Arts can emerge renewed and strengthened.
. ..

r.

,.,

.

With warm regards,
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Chairman
.
Subcommittee on Educatibh,
Arts & Humanities
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